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Let me begin by thanking Ricardo Diaz and the staff here at the United 
Community Center (UCC).  First, thank you for hosting our State of the County 
address today.  Second, thank you for the great service you provide.  From 
caring for the education of our young people to caring for older adults, the UCC is 
a great partner with the community.  
 
I particularly want to thank the fifth graders who are here with us today.  Tonette 
and I have two sons – Matt is in 5th grade and Alex is in 4th grade – so I am 
impressed with how nice you are sitting and listening this morning.  
 
We should also thank all of the men and women in uniform who are serving in 
places like Iraq and Afghanistan – as well as those helping with relief efforts for 
the victims of the Tsunami.  A number of our county employees are still deployed 
and we continue to keep them and their families in our thoughts and prayers. 
 
 
The state of Milwaukee County is getting better, but we’re not done yet.  Last 
year, I introduced you to Alma Linda Ramirez.  I first met her at the budget 
briefing we held here at the UCC.   
 
Alma Linda lives in her own duplex on the near Southside of Milwaukee with her 
three kids.  She is the first one in a family of 13 to own a home.  Now, she 
continues to be concerned that high property taxes might force her to lose her 
piece of the American dream.   
 
Donna Banaszak raised a similar concern when she sent me a letter on 
December 29th that said, “I am at the end of my rope and being forced to sell my 
home, because at age 65 I can no longer afford the property taxes.”  She is not 
alone.  



 
Donald Schultz from West Allis wrote me about the panic in many households 
when they got their property tax bills in December.  Cedric Guy & Tywanna 
Alexander live at on the 3500 block of North 48th Street and the bill on their home 
went up 11%. 
 
Scott Obernberger lives on Newport Avenue on the eastside of Milwaukee.  His 
tax bill went up $664.  Sadly, he said he’s now looking to move out of the county.  
Mike Wolff from Greendale is looking for work outside of Milwaukee County 
because the taxes are too high.  
 
Frank & Marilyn Wiels live on the northwest side of Milwaukee.  They are retired 
and worried about their tax bills.  Heather Fraaza is a recent homeowner within 
the City of Milwaukee.  She is concerned about how she will make enough to 
cover increases in her tax bill. 
 
Pastor Jonathan Saffold lives at 37th and Roosevelt and let us know that he is 
upset about rising taxes.  June Veteska is an 83-year-old widow from Cudahy.  
She and her neighbor Ann Psenko (Senko) are here today because they each 
received an increase of about $200 on their tax bill and they don’t know how 
they’re going to cover the cost.   Stories like these can be found in every part of 
Milwaukee County. 
 
To keep residents and jobs in our great county, we need to control our property 
tax burden.  With this in mind, I pledge to present a county budget for 2006 
that freezes the tax levy.  We need to send a clear message to our residents 
and our employers that they can afford to stay and grow in Milwaukee County. 
 
Holding the line on the county tax levy, however, is not enough to keep people 
and jobs in our community.  When the levy goes up by more than 13% for 
Milwaukee schools, it’s not enough for the county to hold the line.  Ultimately, we 
need to hold the line on every portion of our tax bills.  This is why I am asking 
the Governor to reconsider his position and sign the Property Tax Levy 
Freeze legislation this year.    
 
 
If we are going to survive the cuts in state aid coming from the Governor’s budget 
and if we are going to survive the growing fiscal pressure from the fringe benefit 
packages approved years ago all without adding to the tax burden of our 
residents and our employers, we must chart a new and ambitious course of 
action. 
 
One of the first areas to challenge the status quo is in our collective bargaining 
contracts with the unions.  Because of the overly generous benefits granted four 
years ago and the major cuts in state aid that will come in Governor Doyle’s 
budget, we do not have much to offer in our negotiations.  In other words, the 



county does not have an ability to pay for the current level of benefits and provide 
wage increases in 2005 and 2006. 
 
Challenging the status quo means that we must pull back the ill-gotten 
pension benefits and sick leave enhancements granted four years ago by 
Tom Ament and the old County Board.  And let me be clear, it was not our unions 
that asked for these enhanced benefits, but a small group from the previous 
administration.   
 
In addition, it is clear that the county can only afford wage increases if they 
are generated by labor concessions – specifically, out of health care cost 
savings.  The 2005 county budget clearly reflects this position.  Anything else 
would put the county on the verge of financial disaster.   
 
Prior to the passage of the budget, the fringe benefit line was headed for 70% of 
the salary line in 2005 and up to 100% of the salary line in 2008.  Thankfully, we 
were able to work with our health care providers to change the status quo and 
lower our cost increases.  That got the fringe rate closer to 60% this year.  Still, 
no business or governmental body will survive with this level of fringe benefits. 
 
According to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics in the US Department of 
Labor, fringe benefits typically make up 28.6% of the salary line in the private 
sector and only make up 31.4% of the salary line in most state and local 
governments.  The benefits granted four years ago put Milwaukee County in a 
league of their own and they must be changed in order to survive. 
 
In addition to the efforts to correct our financial situation, we must continue to 
reform the operations of county government.  With this in mind, I am forcefully 
enacting the recommendations of the Blue Ribbon Panel headed by former 
Supreme Court Justice Janine Geske.   
 
Already, I signed a resolution creating a review panel for the selection of bids for 
contracts.  Now, I propose that we create a new Open Records Compliance 
Officer assigned to the Corporation Counsel Office.  Similar to the position in 
the City of Milwaukee, this would be an attorney who would insure that all 
requests from the media and the public would be complied with in a timely 
manner and in full compliance of the law. 
 
In addition, I support stricter guidelines for the reporting of information on public 
officials’ ethics reports.  Good government should be transparent to all. 
 
Reform is needed in our election system too.  I will ask the Milwaukee County 
Election Commission to create uniform criteria for the number of ballots 
granted to each municipality.  In addition, I support the commission’s call 
for a photo ID requirement and I will ask the state to reform the absentee 



ballot process so it does not interfere with the ability of local election officials to 
process voter registration information.   
 
Part of challenging the status quo means more than just clean government; it 
means a lean and effective government too.  To that end, I propose a series of 
changes to improve the operations of our government.   
 
The county should join forces with the City of Milwaukee.  I propose that we 
continue to investigate entering into a long-term agreement to consolidate 
our greenhouse operations and provide additional shared services to reduce 
the cost of government.  This would allow the county to get rid of the current 
greenhouses that are past their life expectancy and greatly reduce overhead 
costs. 
 
We should work with the City of Milwaukee on plans to improve the 
neighborhood around the Coggs Center and near King Park.  The Department of 
City Development and the Public Housing Authority have some aggressive plans 
for this area and the county should be an active partner in those plans.   
 
In addition, I am committed to reaching an agreement on a consolidated 
Enhanced 911 system with the City of Milwaukee.  I will work with the Mayor, 
the Sheriff and other law enforcement officials to get the job done this year. 
 
I would also like the city to allow the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts to 
move forward on a project to construct a new building on the site of the 
current parking structure that includes parking, retail and office space.  
This would provide a dependable stream of revenue to support the arts without 
relying on more tax levy support.   Sometimes bold ideas are needed to survive. 
 
I will also push to consolidate portions of the operations of the Marcus 
Center, the Milwaukee Theater, the Bradley Center and Midwest Airlines 
Center.  This is different than the talks about a merger.  Any talk of a merge 
should focus on cost savings through consolidation and not on finding a new way 
to raise taxes for specific projects.   
 
We should challenge the status quo in the parks, too.  The partnership between 
the county and Starbucks at Red Arrow Park is a model.  Initially, I would like to 
revitalize a series of parks like Juneau Park.  There, I propose that we replace 
the current bathrooms with a new structure that includes public bathrooms and 
space to lease out to a coffee shop and to lift the tree line so people can see the 
lake. Similar changes can be made elsewhere in the system.  
 
We acquired 72 acres of parkland in our system in 2004.  Now, it will be a priority 
to keep our parks cleaner and safer in 2005.  Through a partnership with the 
sewerage district, our Bradford and McKinley beaches will be cleaner by 
investing in beach cleaning equipment.   



 
Our Park System will also develop off-leash dog parks as a popular alternative to 
using neighborhood parks for dog exercise.  The Mitchell Park Domes are 40 
years old this year and we have special events to celebrate their four decades 
throughout 2005.  And the Alpha Trail, our first mountain biking trail opened in 
2004.  In 2005, we will develop a public trail commission to enhance and expand 
our recreation and commuter trail system. 
 
At the zoo, I will send the county board a proposal to take bids for a water 
park to be built by private investors on the southeast corner of Bluemound 
and Mayfair roads in Wauwatosa.  The site is on property owned by the 
Milwaukee County Zoo and the investors would make lease payments to the zoo 
for the water park.   
 
In addition, I will create a Blue Ribbon Panel on the future of the relationship 
of the zoo and the Milwaukee County Zoological Society.  They are great 
partners and I want to build on that relationship and redesign an admission policy 
that helps both the county and the society prosper in the future. 
 
And speaking of the zoo, I am pleased that we will return to that site again on 
July 3 for Operation Freedom.  Two years ago, we welcomed home military 
personnel from Afghanistan along with their families at the zoo on July 6, 2003.  
Now, as many units return home from their tour of duty, we want to welcome 
them, their families and all veterans to our zoo with a very special celebration on 
Independence Day weekend.   
 
My 2005 Executive’s Ride on a Harley will also invite members of the Armed 
Forces and their families from around the state to join us at the zoo that weekend 
for a time of thanks.  This fits perfectly with the intent of our Harley tour to 
promote the many attractions and businesses in Milwaukee County. 
 
In 2005, we will be aggressive in other areas to bring more business and jobs to 
our area.  Since the benefit of a job doesn’t stop at the county line, Waukesha 
County Executive Dan Finley and I will appoint a Business Recruitment 
Council that will meet with us bi-monthly to explore ways to bring more jobs to 
our entire region. 
 
Medical research is one of the areas that is ripe for growth in our region.  We 
need to take advantage of the construction of the GE Healthcare Technologies 
facility in the middle of the Milwaukee County Research Park.   
 
With this in mind, I propose that we include the creation of wet labs in the 
area we are developing with the City of Wauwatosa in the northeast quadrant of 
the County Grounds.  I instructed our Economic Development Division to have 
the Requests for Proposals process ready for the area by March.  This is an 



exciting project and it may generate more interest than the Park East corridor if 
the Community Benefits Resolution is enacted in February. 
 
Since the city has invested so much time and resources into the preparation of 
the Park East corridor, I still hold out hope that seven members of the County 
Board will see the harm that will be done to development if the resolution is 
enacted and, instead, vote to sustain my veto.  I would certainly hate to be talking 
about a missed opportunity in a future State of the County address. 
 
Either way, our Economic Development Division will prepare RFPs for the 
use of the land – with or without the barriers of the resolution. We want to see 
the maximum development of that area because it will bring value to the 
surrounding neighborhoods and because it will help create a Community and 
Economic Development (CED) fund.   
 
Last month, we learned that the metropolitan area had one of the highest job 
growth bursts in the country.  The metro unemployment rate is down from 5.8% a 
year ago to 5.1% and the county rate is down from 6.4% to 5.7%.  Unfortunately, 
the unemployment rate in the City of Milwaukee – and particularly amongst 
African-Americans – is too high. 
 
A flourishing CED fund would allow the county to invest in areas of high 
unemployment and to target individual entrepreneurs who are often 
disadvantaged by the marketplace.  These are the people who create jobs and 
maximizing our land sales in the Park East will help us support those who are 
creating jobs in the areas with the greatest need.   
 
There is one other reason that we should limit the barriers to the sale and 
development of this land.  Under federal guidelines, approximately 50% of the 
revenue generated from land sales in the Park East corridor must go to the state 
Department of Transportation.  In turn, these funds must be spent on a federal 
highway project in Milwaukee County. 
 
For some time, we were working to apply these funds to the removal and 
replacement of the courthouse annex parking structure – as a part of an 
addendum to the Marquette Interchange project.  Taking the annex down during 
the project would cut the cost in half.  Using Park East funds allows us to do it 
without tax levy funding.  It just seems illogical to wait a few more years until 
we’re forced to take it down at twice the cost. 
 
This is one of the areas where the state could actually be of help to the county.  I 
propose that we officially request that the state use their portion of the land 
sales from the Park East corridor to remove and replace the annex parking 
structure.   
 



In addition to dealing with parking issues, I want to challenge the status quo and 
propose to replace the office space the county leases at various locations 
with a centralized administration building.  We suggested a location at the 6th 
and State Street site or in the Pabst City Development as part of a way of looking 
at our office and parking needs in a new and creative way.   
 
 
In just a few weeks, Governor Doyle will present his 2005/2007 state budget and 
I fear that the news will not be good for Milwaukee County.  A number of the 
requests that came in from state agencies suggest major cuts in aid for our 
county.  
 
The request from the state Department of Workforce Development would be 
devastating to Child Support Enforcement.  It includes a cut of $1.3 million.  And 
since these funds are matched by the federal government at 66%, the total cut is 
nearly $4 million.  That equates to the loss of 65 positions or close to 30% of the 
staff in that department. 
 
Community Aids are frozen once again, but the costs to hold juveniles in 
commitment will increase 20%.  Despite our pleas, the budget does not appear to 
include any help for guardian ad litem cases and those costs will continue to be a 
growing, unfunded mandate placed on the county by the state.   
 
Two years ago, the Governor’s budget included a $500 million raid on the 
segregated transportation fund.  Hopefully, a similar raid will not cut into local 
transportation aids. 
 
The area of greatest concern is not addressed in the state agency requests.  The 
state faces a significant Medicaid deficit.  In the last budget, the Governor cut 
Income Maintenance payments to the county by $6.9 million per year.  
Thankfully, lawmakers representing our area reduced the size of that cut. 
 
A similar reduction would equate to the loss of 93 Economic Support Specialist 
(ESS) positions.  These are the people who determine eligibility for things like 
Medicaid, Childcare and Food Stamps.  Since the size of the Medicaid shortfall is 
significant, I am gravely concerned that the cut to Milwaukee County will be 
greater in the Governor’s new budget.   
 
The status quo suggests that we put out a statement and complain about the 
cuts in the Governor’s budget.  Since I know that the state government does not 
have many options for additional revenue, however, my request to the state is 
simple: give us some flexibility to deal with the cuts in the Governor’s 
budget in the best way possible. 
 



For example, current, state policy requires that public employees do ESS work.  
If, however, state employees did this work instead of county employees, we 
could afford to save 30 ESS positions. 
 
Alternatively, if they will not consider using state employees at least give the 
county the authority to contract with surrounding counties or with the private 
sector to reduce the costs brought on by the huge benefit packages at the county 
level.  In either case, it would allow the county to serve people with great needs 
while still absorbing the cut.   
 
Since employee benefits are driving so much of the budget debate, I suggest that 
the state grant local governments language similar to the Qualified Economic 
Offer (QEO) that was granted to school districts a decade ago.  Managing 
increases in benefits and wages would be an excellent way to deal with the state 
aid cuts while maintaining vital services.   
 
Another idea is to let the county recover retroactive Medicaid payments for 
patients who use the General Assistance Medical Program (GAMP).  Last month, 
I met with former Governor Tommy Thompson and several officials from the 
Department of Health and Human Services who told me that the state could 
continue this practice that was started in Kenosha, Dane and Waukesha 
counties.  We found nearly $3 million worth of eligible claims that were not paid 
for by Medicaid.  I ask the state to allow us to do what the other counties have 
done for years.   
 
These are but a few of the ideas to deal with the anticipated cuts that will come in 
Governor Doyle’s state budget document.  I raise these concerns for two 
reasons: 
 

• First, we need to be prepared to face changes in our county operations 
after the budget goes into effect in July.   

• Second, we need to consider alternatives to cutting staff and services now, 
so we can seek those changes before the state budget takes effect in July. 

 
Sitting back and complaining about how unfair the cuts are is not a viable option.  
We must respond to this crisis by promoting positive alternatives that protect core 
services and programs – while insuring our own financial stability.  
 
 
Overall, the state of things in Milwaukee County is strong, but we’re not done yet.  
Despite the incredible problems we inherited, we are making progress.  We 
leveled off the exodus of residents and jobs from our county.  We’re trying new 
ideas that are producing positive results and we’re promoting partnerships.   
 
Clearly, the status quo is not a viable option for county government.  We must 
embrace new ideas, new partnerships and new approaches to solve the 



problems of the past.  Success will lead to the protection of vital services.  Failure 
will threaten our very survival.   
 
 
 
Finally, I want to issue a challenge to all of the people of Milwaukee County.  Join 
me as a walker.  Last month, the Wisconsin Counties Health Rankings showed 
that we are getting healthier, but we are still ranked 65 out of 72 counties in 
health outcomes.  That is better than the rank of 71 of 72 in 2003, but it is still too 
low.   
 
I ask you to join in our “Be A Walker” campaign.  We are hoping to get people to 
commit to walk 30 minutes a day for three days or more each week.  That is just 
90 minutes out of the 10,080 minutes we all have each week.   
 
Today, I am sending out notices to employers, schools and places of worship all 
across Milwaukee County asking them to pass along the word about our “Be A 
Walker” campaign.  Throughout the year, we will highlight great places to walk – 
like our parks, the lakefront, the zoo or any of our shopping malls.   
 
To kick off this effort, I am going to change into my walking shoes and join the 
seniors from the UCC who walk every day and the 5th graders in our crowd for a 
walk down the hall and into the gym for a couple of laps this morning.  This is one 
of our many new ideas to make Milwaukee County better and healthier in 2005.   
 
 
Monday, January 10, 2005 
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